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NASA’s Voyager mission took advantage of a once-every-175-year alignment of the outer planets for a grand tour of the solar system. The twin spacecraft revealed stunning details about Jupiter, 
Saturn, Uranus and Neptune – using each planet’s gravity to send them on to the next destination. Voyager set the stage for such ambitious orbiter missions as Galileo to Jupiter and 

Cassini to Saturn. Today both Voyager spacecraft continue to return valuable science from the far reaches of our solar system.

NASA Jet Propulsion Laboratory 
www.jpl.nasa.gov
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issue one

MATTER THOUGHTS



FROM THE EDITORS 
We are delighted to present the inaugural issue of Matter Thoughts. The 
theme of this volume, “horizons,” explores the perils and possibilities of the 
present and near future. Through poetry and essays, the featured authors 
apply concern, vision, and creativity to our rapidly changing world, 
delivering perspectives that are both personal and local, and broad and 
universal. 

From ecocriticism by Justine Bethel that blurs the lines between verse and 
prose, to exquisite and surreal poetry by Athol Williams, to insightful essays 
on looming issues in education and water in Pakistan and India, we are 
proud of the diversity of topics our writers have brought us, and the 
thoughtfulness with which they are written. 

We are also excited to feature cover art by NASA’s Jet Propulsion 
Laboratory, from their Visions of the Future series. They provide a graceful 
face for our first issue: our front cover features The Grand Tour, a delightful 
image in anticipation of our future space-faring identity, while our back 
cover, Earth: Your Oasis in Space, considers the love of home and the earth 
that is essential to the works contained in this issue. 

Finally, we would like to thank our authors for their submissions and 
helping us produce a first issue of which we can be proud.  

Friday, August 3rd, 2018

—Karina and Eshaan Mathew | Co-founders and editors
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EIGHT 
DATES 
WITH  
DARWIN

By ATHOL WILLIAMS
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I

It hangs from a twig, cast like a monument 

yet inside there is rearrangement – miracles  

that shuffle laws and cogs and planets.  

The insipid Layman caterpillar, stripped  

of its brown coat, is strapped into a golden  

life jacket that invites time to fan its wings.  

Within its embrace the chrysalis holds all  

the secrets of butterflies, to stretch and fly  

from clivia to arum lily to wonder. All it needs  

is space and the wisdom of rearrangement, and  

a little time.  

II

Like voyeuring into a distant bedroom, I wonder  

what Neanderthals ate for Sunday lunch  

and what they did for fun on their day off.  

What about those after us, the chimera of beasts,  

the concocted wretch? Perhaps they will know  

their godness, rather than consumption. Perhaps  

they will know they can fly before they can.  
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We should follow the inevitable path, propel  

ourselves into the abyss of uncertainty  

accompanied only by our arrogance and limited  

mastery of nature’s laws, to take man as he could be,  

harbinger to superwoman, not merely as he is.  

Some towers scythed and cities marooned but we go.  

We can already leer into bedrooms to come –  

we’ve grown a man’s ear on a mouse’s back  

and produced electronic blood.  

III

I am not this flesh so insert bionic eyes, 

splice my genes to point in new directions,  

fill my plastic veins with blood that flows 

by remote-controlled commands. Attach  

those factory-made fingers that never tire 

and that lab-grown heart that never aches. 

I am not this body, invincible, I am 

this spirit, wandering. 

IV

In the Shrewsbury library, I see a wasp 
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that my history says I should fear. 

Frail, it struggles up a five metre pane, 

every tentative reach of its eyelash legs 

a gasp toward freedom. But no matter 

which way its instincts call, man defeats 

its evolution. We came too soon, it seems,  

with our exponential need for space and  

death and windows that confound wasps  

behind invisible traps. Perhaps, in sunrises  

to come, wasps will understand windows  

but unless we heed the lines in such rooms  

stacked full, half-understood,  

we may never see this marvel. 

V

The Salopians say I resemble Darwin;  

it must be the white beard,  

because I have no theory  

to anger the woolly locals or their god.  

VI

These moments, evolution, occur  
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by the waking of voices within, not 

the introduction of new; like the selection 

of a song in a jukebox, not the introduction  

of a vinyl LP to a record player. 

Place may invite our tongues to new dances,  

or the fashion of new tools, but these tongues 

are not new, they rest in the ridges 

of our ingredients waiting for yeast 

or flame or a good stirring to dust them off  

and into action. This is how we know we can fly – 

we feel our wings flapping with every heartbeat. 

Ask the monks who crafted Wenlock Abbey, 

or any explorer; ask the musician, the painter 

of invisible vistas; ask the newborn baby. 

VII

To become,  

we can wait on nature’s Gantt chart 

and selection algorithm or we can engineer  

ourselves into becoming – lungs  

that inhale toxic air, stomaches  

that drink polluted water. Soon hippos 
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will have mechanical fins and bats 

fibre optic vision, so why should we not 

upload our personalities from cellphones  

and GMO our babies? 

The hills will hold our memories; 

we can always tap the mountains for wisdom.  

VIII

If I live to 2059 

I will celebrate two hundred years  

of Darwin’s great book with my own – 

‘The Future of Humankind’ perhaps, 

in which I lament Sapiens’ sudden rise 

and imminent fading. A tragedy it will be,  

the text, the epilogue to his story  

and the absence of future Sapiens readers. 

Although, I am told it will adorn the history  

sections of future bookstores, dog-eared, 

among texts on Sapiens anatomy  

and the foolishness of our time. 
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Athol Williams is a South African poet currently completing a Ph.D. in Political 
Philosophy at Oxford University. He has published four books of poetry, received four 
literary awards and had poems published in over forty literary publications 
internationally. Athol holds graduate degrees from Harvard, MIT, LSE, London 
Business School and Oxford.



�8

THE  
LEADERSHIP 
FETISH

By JULES GODDARD
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The notion of leadership has a habit of bringing out the worst in people, 
whether they cast themselves as leaders or followers. 

“Sad the nation that has no heroes;  

Sadder still the nation that has need of heroes.”

—Bertolt Brecht, Galileo 

We need heroes more than ever, because our own lives are so un-heroic.  
We need leaders who embody all the virtues that as citizens and 
employees we lost long ago. 

We live in an age of helplessness, indecisiveness, dependence and 
sentimentality.  More than half of British adults perceive of themselves as 
victims.  We are the dying embers of a romantic age.  We therefore want 
leaders to be confident, decisive, right first time, out-front, brave, 
authentic and unblemished.  As a result, we are almost certainly 
expecting too much from them – and when this is not forthcoming we feel 
let down and place the blame squarely on those who failed to live up to 
the standard we feel we have a right to expect from those we choose to 
follow. 

We want leaders to release us from the responsibility, indeed the 
obligation, of living our own lives according to the light of our own 
reason and volition.  In this sense, we are expecting the wrong things 
from our masters.  What we should be expecting, if we had any dignity at 
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all, is for them to release us from such infantile wants and needs.  A 
nobler requirement of our leaders would be to liberate us from any need 
to be led. 

Because more and more of us are harbouring these unreasonable (and 
neurotic) expectations, we should not be surprised that fewer and fewer 
people are willing (or able) to take on these duties and to play this role.  
The pool of available talent is evaporating fast.  Our model of leadership 
is not sustainable. 

The failure of leaders – and our concomitant loss of trust in politicians, 
business executives and professionals – is our own fault for placing them 
in a double bind: if they succeed on our terms, they simply reinforce our 
self-demeaning sense of victimhood and followership (thereby forfeiting 
our respect for them); if they fail, they are not worthy of our respect. 

It would seem that we only accept leaders:   

Who never sought to become leaders but accept the role as a duty 

Who are simultaneously super-human and “one of us”  

Who know the answer but are “listening” and “responding” to our 
concerns 

Who get things right first time but never betray a hint of vanity or 
smugness 

Who are simultaneously autocrats and democrats 

Who serve us without being servile 
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Who are authentic and transparent – as well as having nothing to hide 
(they have lived full-blooded but blameless lives) 

Whatever it is that qualifies someone to be a leader in the modern world 
also disables them from acting as leaders.  If we’re dissatisfied with the 
leaders we have, perhaps there’s something wrong with the conditions 
we’re creating.  Perhaps we’re not creating the right moments, or the right 
opportunities, or the right challenges for the leaders we want and need. 

Might one set of appropriate conditions be the modern workplace?  The 
family, the neighbourhood, the church and the community are no longer 
providing us with the sense of identity, sense of purpose, and sense of 
belonging that we need if we are to be fulfilled, cooperative and 
productive human beings.  In their stead, the workplace is having to fulfil 
these roles, over and above that of providing us with our livelihood.  
Business leaders are implicitly being required to play the combined roles 
of father, priest, teacher, tribal elder, saint, orator, captain of games, role 
model, confessor… 

If the 20th century had just one lesson to teach us all, it is the perils of 
placing our trust in “visionary leaders” and ideologues.  Isaiah Berlin, 
reflecting on the events of the century and being reminded by a 
colleague that eggs have to be broken to make omelettes, responded by 
saying, “Some omelette!  Some eggs!”  
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The last century was marked by followership – zealots, Bolsheviks, fellow 
travellers, useful idiots, National Socialists, Leninists, Maoists, Nazis, 
Islamists – all dressing up in various kinds of uniforms, flying various kinds 
of flags, and parroting various kinds of cod philosophy. Will the 21st 
century be any different?  Or will we continue to produce what Bernard 
Levin used to call “single issue fanatics”, most of them driven by a 
personal grievance or by a sense of collective humiliation. 

The question posed by the leadership theorist Rob Goffee, “Why should 
anyone be led by you?” betrays the very disease for which it purports to 
be the cure. 

A better question would be: “Why should anyone feel any need to be led 
by anyone at all?”  Many of us, including professors of organizational 
behaviour and writers about leadership, have fled the hierarchical 
organization out of distaste for being led, managed, cajoled, appraised, 
incentivised, coached, given feedback, and so on.  As Charles Handy 
predicted many years ago, the problem is not unemployment, so much 
as employment. 

The art of leadership, like the skill of management, is to do without it.  We 
live in an over-managed society, fearful of having to manage our own 
lives.  We may believe we have the answers to everyone else’s problems; 
but with respect to our own issues and challenges, we feel bereft of 
answers.  Accordingly, we outsource responsibility for our lives to others 
in the fond belief that they will manage us better than we can manage 



�13

ourselves.  We deceive ourselves into believing that they have our 
interests and welfare closer to heart than we do ourselves.  We want to be 
looked after—and so we place our faith in those who have arrogated to 
themselves a “duty of care” towards others such as us.  We call them 
“leaders”, and place our faith in their ability to understand our interests 
better than we do ourselves.   

“Your time is limited, so don’t waste it living someone else’s life.”

—Steve Jobs 

In a wealthy society replete with opportunity, perhaps there is no sadder 
sight than a well-educated 50-year-old still in employment, still reporting 
to a boss, still working a 5-day week, still fearful of stepping out of line, 
and still dependent on the beneficence of others.  Is there anything more 
dispiriting than the thought of working for someone with a “vision”, 
especially if this vision is embedded in a “values statement”, as though a 
job were a jihad?   

Employment is fine at a young age—so long as its purpose is to educate 
its subjects to grow out of the need for it.  In today’s economy, its main 
purpose should be to serve as a training ground in self-reliance, self-
responsibility, and self-employment.  By the age of 40, no employee 
should have any more need of employment.  Rather in the way that 
parents bring up their children to grow out of childhood and to become 
adults, so employment should develop employees to rid themselves of a 
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life of subservience and dependency and to exercise their sense of 
agency.   

Collectivism is the name we give to the ideology that is more fearful of 
freedom than servitude, more comfortable with solidarity than diversity, 
more censorious of curiosity than compliance, and more driven by fear 
than courage.  Only because we have become acculturated to living in a 
managerial society are we so accepting of busybodies, regulators and 
thought police.   

The acquis communitaire, the law-book of the European Community, now 
runs to 170,000 pages of statutes.  What happened to European 
civilisation to render us so ineffectual, so meek, and so fatalistic in the 
face of such bureaucratic meddling and autocratic over-reach?  Perhaps a 
life of subservience at work has created a society that has lost the pride 
and self-belief required to confront such regulatory paranoia.  

When socialism died in the Soviet Union, one would have thought, or 
hoped, that the values that had sustained it for 70 years—the extinction of 
individualism, the subservience to a self-elected elite, the plethora of 
petty-fogging rules—would have perished with it.  But 30 years later, we 
find these same values being adopted by large organisations, both 
private and public. 

The moral would seem to be this: that if an organisation needs strong 
leadership or a hierarchy of managers for it to succeed then it is a poor 
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organisation.  The art of organisational design becomes one of 
dispensing with the need for leaders or managers.  Without these 
encumbrances, people can throw off the shackles of followership, 
obedience, and fatalism. 

Someone who wants to be led, or needs to be led, or feels lost without 
leadership is a menace to the organisation—and disqualifies themselves 
from becoming an effective colleague or co-worker.  Conversely, 
someone who wants to exert authority over others or act as a leader of 
others disqualifies themselves as an effective corporate citizen.  If you 
seek power or enjoy the exercise of power you are generally unfit to be 
trusted with power. 

This is the paradox at the heart of leadership: those who desire it can’t 
use it and those who could use it well, have no interest in exercising it.  
Therefore, perhaps, we should leave the concept well alone – and allow it 
to perish with those 20th century leaders whose crimes and 
misdemeanours should serve as a monument to a deeply flawed idea. 

Jules Goddard is a fellow at the London Business School and former Gresham Professor 
of Commerce. 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A  
MOMENT  
WITH  
ABRAHAM

By DANIEL PARKS
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Near Ngare Sero, a Maasai village nestled against the Great Rift Valley in 
Tanzania, I opted to climb Ol Doinyo Lengai, “The Mountain of God…”  

1:44 AM: We are hours into our quiet, grueling hike to the summit.  

The Milky Way Galaxy provides the night’s only light.  

Abraham (my Maasai guide) and I are reclining on the rock face, our flashlights 

turned off.  

We are unusually, he says, the only climbers on the volcano tonight.  

We lay with our heads pointed to the sky, surveying the bright stars.  

“I’m the Toughest” plays aloud from his cell phone. Peter Tosh’s warm Rastafarian 

voice rattles hopelessly against the night’s impenetrable silence.  

“What do you study?” Abraham asks.  

“Philosophy,” I respond, exhaling with my focus still above me.  

A brief, still moment passes.  

“Me too,” he decides, and turns his head back up to the heavens. 

 

Daniel Parks is a senior at Columbia University, studying Philosophy and Middle 
Eastern, South Asian, and African Studies. He is an avid writer and loves to travel. 
Currently, he is the Director of Development for Education Outreach West Africa, a non-
profit he co-founded to help underprivileged children in Francophone West Africa. He is 
set to attend Columbia Law School in 20121.

The text size of this poem has been altered to preserve its original formatting.
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THE TAKING OF THE WIND 
by Athol Williams 

‘Are you angry?’ it whispers, the faceless head, 

in no direction. I don’t know its language  

but I understand. Everything has morphed, 

like this is the after in a before-and-after warp, 

perhaps a car accident. ‘Why have you come?’ 

I whisper. I’m looking down at the ground; 

the bulbous head is tilted forward so I assume  

it is doing the same. I don’t know this ground 

that looks like chocolate cake batter sprinkled 

with chocolate chips. The tree said brahihlac 

when I listened closely – the taking of the wind. 

The air is perfectly still, there is no wind here. 

We’re standing side-by-side looking down,  

staring at the ground. The faceless alien’s  

woman-like body is covered in scales of  

radiant colours, symmetrical mosaic patterns  

in constant motion. The scales wave in  
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varying formations, like a vast forest of flowers  

dancing to arias of a choir of cross-winds. 

But there is no wind here. ‘Are you afraid?’  

I hear it ask. Everything is still, frozen.  

It is a planet, lying there on the ground. 

We’re both staring at it as though looking  

at roadkill. But it’s a planet, spherical, a white  

landmass with blue oceans. It too seems frozen, 

the seas not dripping onto the chocolate cake. 

‘Did you do this?’ I blabber. Do what? 

I think to myself, as if I’m asking a puppy  

if it has dropped a stool on my rug. What am  

I asking? I am standing on some outer-space-type  

ground, speaking to a faceless alien wrapped  

in a psychedelic suit of live rainbow maggots,  

and I am asking whether it did this. Did what, 

shrunk the earth and placed it here? But,  

how can that be the earth? How can that  

be the earth when I am standing on earth? 
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Of course, I’m not on earth, never have been.  

‘You think there’s another?’ my comrade  

whispers as though to avoid being discovered.  

Everything else is silent, not even a hint  

of any wind. 
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PLASTICINE 
DREAMS

By JUSTINE BETHEL
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It started off gently, the warm soft material pressed into the mold of its 
destiny, forever transfixed as a perfect opposite of its counterpart. The 
machine tenderly lifts a bottle and sends it shooting across the conveyor, 
filling it with the liquid essence of the earth, platitudes of hydration 
accumulating around its round form. It could almost be beautiful. 
Someday, pieces of it will end up in the oceans, the food chain, and 
eventually, us.  

The intense heat of melting petroleum product found solace in the 
cooling caress of a machine fastening it onto its temporary resting place, 
and then it was placed upon a shelf. We consume these synthetic 
creations, in a cathartic expression of capitalism that ignores the risks of 
mismanagement. We feast on resources that are unlimited, born into 
factories and sold on shelves across every country, falling into every 
ocean. We never stop to respond to what we have created, or why we feel 
so compelled to continue to manufacture while our planet endures a 
state of devastation.  

The bottle is shipped an infinite amount of miles across the landscape, 
frivolously wasting exponential amounts of resources along the way. 
Once it finds its way into our zealous hands, we affectionately swaddle it 
for a moment or two, and in the grander scheme of things, it has an entire 
lifetime ahead of it. It takes a mere 400 years for our companion to reach 
its un-timely end, and yet we continue our mass accumulation at a much 
faster rate (1). There is a myth about recycling, and a more stark reality 
about plastic waste than we are clearly paying attention to. 
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Perhaps we have forgotten about it, drifting across the surface of vast 
saline waters from one continent to the next. It drifts and loses its loose 
cap, a mutual parting that might have been best left unsaid as the cap 
sinks to the bottom of the sea. Patiently waiting for an opportunity, marine 
life passes it by as it is eventually buried under the sand. By 2050, there 
will be more of these plastics by weight than the entirety of fish that 
inhabit the sea (1). Indeed a fish did take notice, and it was confused not 
because of the shape of the lid, but the smell of it.  

As it turns out, some foraging fish may be tricked into a passionate 
feeding frenzy by the intoxicating smell of decomposing plastic (2). 
Unfortunately, that also means that some of those plastics will end up 
inside of us, as they move back up the food chain to the original creators. 
We marvel as we consume our waste, our waste consumes us, in a cyclic, 
oroboros spiral. Yet we don’t limit our usage or even attempt to curtail the 
inevitable plastic gyres that have formed on our blue planet.  

This particular plastic water bottle lid is enveloped in the fish’s mouth, 
swallowed and is infinitely indigestible. The fish suffers a fate akin to 
death, a slow starvation due to a blocked digestive track. At some point, 
the fish glides to the surface with a delicately intact swim bladder, and a 
voracious sea bird pecks at it, then eagerly flies away with the treasure in 
tow. Inescapably, the small cap finds its way into the bird, perhaps a 
Northern Fulmar, where 95% of its species consume plastic due to 
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environmental conditions (3). We love our plasticine life, but it is in-deed 
causing an environmental death of inconceivable proportions.  

The seabird goes on with its daily life, but stops feeling hungry. Deep 
within its gut, our humble plastic attempts to decompose, but is still a few 
hundred years off. At some point the bird ceases existence, gingerly 
laying its head down as the wind whips through its plumes, caressing it 
one last time. It takes its last breath, inhales the sea air and eventually the 
plastic re-emerges, victorious, eagerly awaiting a day when it can join the 
fish, the bird, or maybe, its creator.  

How long do we need to follow our tragic hero into the depths of beings, 
at the bottom of the ocean, into the corners of the globe? Incessantly we 
march on, with a façade of normalcy as we bury ourselves alive. For a 
moment of gratification, we will suffer an eternity of synthetic existence, 
careening around the little blue planet we call home. We must find a way 
to willingly be inconvenienced in order to curtail the inevitable collapse 
of a place we love so much. We have to make a choice, whether we love 
our plastics, or whether we love our home, and whether we care about 
the beings that have no say in the matter. Perhaps it is easier said than 
done. Perhaps if we paid a little attention, we might find ways to fall out of 
love with the monstrosity we created. Perhaps someday, we will wake up 
from our plasticine dreams. 
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Every morning, I pack my things and ride 

down the hill to the path by the river. 

The wind-chill makes me shiver from inside 

my blue jacket, and I halfway cover 

both hands in my pockets, watching the sun 

light the backs of crows perched on the railing. 

I see their chests breathing with the cycle 

of my pedals—circulating as one 

being; eyes pierced from the cold, reflecting 

twilight’s frigid aspect, recognizing  

the parallel air surrounding us all.  

My expeditions have become a kind   

greeting to share with others passing by   

who nod with acceptance as our paths find   

each other along the route, and so I   

always smile back, reminding myself   

that everyone has their obligations.   

Everyone is trying to discover    

new ways of connecting inner beliefs    

with the hope of removing poor actions   

from the past; beginning a clear presence    
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bursting at a pace that surges faster.  

Even in the rain, I still smile at crows   

enduring the cold morning air at dawn   

alongside the steep banks sitting in rows   

of black. Every now and then I will yawn   

out a cloud that disappears to the sky    

up above, matching the colors drifting   

beyond, but still I focus on the beat   

circulating my pulse, trying to dry   

both hands in my pockets while pedaling   

along in my soaked blue jacket, feeling   

like the river does where the ocean meets.    
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DECAY 
by Chase Maser 

The houses just don't seem as bright; 
their grasses aren't as green 
as they used to be in my younger sight, 
and as the daytime turns to night 
each hour kills another sheen. 

From all I've lost, I'm able to see 
the life and death of every shade  
from every cloud and withered tree;  
I see them changing constantly, 
and as I walk past quietly 
I feel myself degrade. 

I recognize each choice I've made,  
and I ask myself if the growing fade 
follows after me. 

Chase Maser is a poet and freelance writer based in Los Angeles, CA. He received his 
undergraduate degree in Creative Writing from UCLA in 2017, and he is currently the 
cofounder of a literary nonprofit called Philosopher’s Stone Poetry Co.
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A few months ago, a ninth-grade student of a private school in  the 
Swabi district  of Pakistan committed suicide after his parents had 
scolded him for securing poor marks in the Secondary School 
Certificate exams. The student who committed suicide got 376 marks 
out of 550 total marks. The result infuriated his father, who reportedly 
scolded his son and repeatedly asked him to explain 
his poor result despite the provision of all sorts of facilities by his 
parents and spending huge sums over his education. The repeatedly 
raised questions about his result enraged the boy, who took poisonous 
pills used for killing insects in wheat grain. He was taken to Civil 
Hospital, Chota Lahor where the doctors pronounced him dead. 

This terrifying incident raises serious questions about the structure of 
education in Pakistan and should be a wake-up call for a society which 
is involving its young generation in a cut-throat competition that leads 
them to nowhere. This incident demonstrates an acute toxicity of the 
conventional idea of success deeply embedded in the whole system of 
education and indicates an urgent need to reform this system. The 
pertinent questions are: Does the skill set required to be a good 
student in our education system match the skill set required to be a 
success in this global world? Are our grades/numbers really 
predicative of academic accomplishment? If failure, like success, is a 
part of life, are we preparing our students to face and learn from 
failure?  Are we teaching them some valuable dispositions such as 
humility, goodwill, tolerance, cooperation, and acceptance? Are we 
motivating students to appreciate the beauty of these behaviours? I’m 
afraid the response is negative.  

http://nation.com.pk/tag/student
http://nation.com.pk/tag/poor
http://nation.com.pk/tag/student
http://nation.com.pk/tag/result
http://nation.com.pk/tag/poor
http://nation.com.pk/tag/result
http://nation.com.pk/tag/result
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Our society is unfortunately obsessed with the conventional idea of 
success in terms of grades and numbers. Consequently, parents view 
this type of academic excellence as reflective of personal 
accomplishment and predicative of socioeconomic mobility. They 
push their children too hard for good grades and think of their 
academic success a way of reciprocating parents’ concerns and efforts 
to provide for them. A superficial notion of success makes parents 
over-ambitious about their children’s success, which, in turn, makes 
children highly self-critical or anxious. As a result, a student may 
become afraid of making the slightest mistake and will blame himself 
or herself for not being getting up to the normative curve. Recent 
research studies have revealed that over time, such behaviour, known 
as maladaptive perfectionism, may be detrimental to the students’ 
well-being as it increases the risk of the student developing symptoms 
of depression, anxiety and even suicide in very serious cases. 

Among other things, an educational system aims to prepare the young 
generation to cope with challenges of life. However, our system has 
remained unable to cultivate in our students the behaviours and 
dispositions that create the resilience necessary for their survival in 
practical life. One serious cause of this failure is our assessment system 
which assesses performance, not learning. This system is based on a 
normative curve of numbers and grades, and requires teachers to train 
students for consumption, memorization, and replication. Thus, the 
students who happen not to measure up to the normative curve are 
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considered outcasts. As students have not learnt to cope with feelings 
of failure, they are more likely to look for dark solutions.  

On the other hand, educational institutes are also obsessed with these 
grades and number games. The credibility of principals’ positions as 
leaders is established when they are able to demonstrate how many of 
their students are passed with flying colours. As the ethical behaviours 
and dispositions are not graded, they get secondary importance.  
Wellby Ings in his book “Disobedient Teaching” points out the flaws of 
a system that has become obsessed with assessment and tick-box 
reporting with teaching practices that have been shaped by anxiety, 
ritual and convention. Generally, students also develop greater levels 
of anxiety and fear to perform well in the class. In this context, 
educators reward certain behaviours that are easily measurable and 
earn an institute the required prestige. Hence, instead of using 
assessment that informs and improves teaching practices, the system is 
manipulated to punish and judge students. This practice develops 
unfavourable attitudes, rivalries, and competition among students.  

There is an urgent need to raise a call against this superficial 
assessment system which is doing more harm than good for a broad 
and agreed curriculum which will act as a road-map for learners and 
will motivate them to adopt deep and ethical approaches towards 
learning. Many developed nations of the world have realized the ills of 
this system and are striving to take some revolutionary steps to change 
it. For example, Diane Ravitch in her astounding book “The Death and 
Life of the Great American School System: How Testing and Choice are 
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Undermining Education” provides a gripping and often shocking 
account of the damage done by the conventional assessment system 
in American schools. It is all the more powerful for the fact that Diane 
Ravitch is a veteran scholar of unimpeachable conservative values. She 
served as Assistant Secretary for Education in the administration of 
Bush Snr., and for nearly two decades was an advocate of the very 
reforms she is now denouncing. She says quite openly that she has 
changed her mind, now that she can see the damage that has been 
done by this testing system. She calls it a superficially progressive or 
balanced teaching method combined with a reign of terror. Diane 
Ravitch argues against ‘sanitized textbooks which eliminate 
controversy rather than stimulating debate’, she calls upon teachers 
and curriculum designers to ‘raise questions, provoke debates, explore 
controversies’ instead of getting the students to technically reproduce 
for getting good grades.  

Creating a non-threatening environment for students to learn is key to 
nurturing their talents and skills for becoming fully functional and 
responsible citizens. Children should be given a conducive 
environment to learn, and the part of learning always involves making 
mistakes and learning from them. When parents and teachers become 
intrusive, they may take away this conducive learning environment. 
Thus, our educators need to realize that limiting our knowledge of 
students to test scores and numbers would not only create a 
superficial and fake system of education but also deprive our students 
of opportunities for discovery and surprise in transformative and 
intellectually stimulating environments.  
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An overseas father, Ahmad Naveed recently shifted from Pakistan to 
New Zealand and was able to see the vast differences in education in 
both systems. Apart from the free provision of education, his children 
are given authentic and real-life experiences in a stress-free 
environment in New Zealand. He comments: “I’m so happy to see my 
kids with a smile on their faces when they return from their schools. 
Though English is not their first language even then they are so excited 
to go to school. There is no pressure for them to complete their 
homework, and they don’t compete for grades with their class fellows. 
School involves them in different activities which are both fun and 
learning.” 

Countries such as New Zealand, Finland and Canada have sustained a 
broad curriculum and even achieve world-class PISA results. In these 
countries, assessment are used intelligently to judge where to provide 
support and sources to help students explore their potentials to the 
fullest. Schools act as anchors of their communities which provide its 
students with a firm knowledge base and experiences for rational and 
ethical citizenship.  

Education is fundamental to development and growth in every 
developed country of the world. Sadly, it indicates a bleak picture in 
the Pakistani context. The tragedy of the situation is highlighted as 
Pakistan has been ranked 50, with an overall score of 9.2 
by Quacquarelli Symonds (QS), a British ranking agency. Despite 

http://www.topuniversities.com/system-strength-rankings/2016?utm_source=tu_house_banners&utm_medium=web_banner%22%20%5Cl%20%22sorting=rank+custom=rank+order=desc+search=pakistan


�36

students’ regular assessments in the country’s education system, 
Pakistan secured the lowest ranking of the fifty countries included in 
the list. However, the situation can be improved if we realize the 
limitations and damage done by conventional methods of 
assessments. If the system encourages student self-evaluation and 
ability to critically see oneself.  

Above all in this damaged world of learning and expectation, we 
need to create opportunities for our young generation to explore 
deeper ethical realities which are beyond the game of numbers, 
exams, grades and testing. For this to happen, there is a dire need to 
shift this traditional assessment paradigm as our society needs 
individuals who can analyse information, solve problems, work in 
teams, communicate effectively and reflect critically on the practices.  

Khazima Tahir completed her doctorate in Educational Administration from Dowling 
College, New York, under the USAID Pre-STEP scholarship program. She has been 
serving in the field of education since 2000. She has worked in various positions such as a 
school teacher, a lecturer, and an administrator. As an academic and administrator, she 
facilitated student learning, improved academic environments and provided instructional 
leadership. Her research work is focused on the big picture to improve the standard of 
education all over the world. In doing so, she keeps on questioning the existing structures 
where students find themselves a complete misfit and also provides recommendations to 
improve the existing situation.
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It makes no sound, the alien, dripping  

in kaleidoscopic marble. Light and distance  

ripple between us that bends my eyes.  

It just stands there, on the orange dirt floor  

of my home, mute, frozen, a monument  

to an arrival – its stillness, its statement.  

A faceless head is installed on a slight  

upright frame that mirrors mine. Mesmerised  

I float in a pool of midday sun, staring at it,  

into the mirror, through the window,  

to an awakening, that  

I am the alien. 
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Water, without a doubt, is the ever-important pivot underpinning local, 
regional, national and transnational peace and stability. Free access to 
water will, quite simply, be the catalyst determining amity and hostility, 
progress and regress, innovation and inertia, inspiration and inadequacy. 
The flow of water will determine the direction future human society will 
flow. 

I am a resident of India, a country that almost always conjures up colorful 
images of a bustling society, marked by its diversity and a myriad of 
cultures, religions, languages, customs, festivals, terrain, landscapes, 
cuisines and climates. But what hallmarks India much more than 
everything else is the monsoon, which quite regularly and reliably 
provides water to the sub-continental landmass besides helping to flush 
nutrients through various rivers into the fertile alluvial fields of India – 
home to just under a fifth of all humanity but with water resources 
amounting to only 4% of the world total. 

Water, Paani, Jal, Neer, Eau, Uji, Voda, Vand, Wai, Acqua, Agua, Abba, 
Ama, Mâa, Mool, Mizu, Paa, Thanneer, Vellam, Vann, Vasser. So many 
names, with so much implicit meaning, across the world. Among all the 
names for water, I’ve been fascinated by the fact that the expressions 
Abba, Paa and Ama, Mâa signifying Father and Mother find usage in 
some languages. Despite its relative omnipresence and our lack of 
appreciation for it, water is more integral to our existence than anything 
else we interact with or use – indeed the blood of life itself. We, however, 
take it for granted, recognizing its importance only when it is troubling us 
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because there is too little of it or too much of it. At other times we abuse 
it, ignore it or even foul it. 

Water is the building block of life and everything you use to sustain life. 
Water makes possible everything that you eat and moreover your food 
and the nutrients your body makes from food get to where they need to 
be only because water is the carrier – creating, nourishing and moving 
life. 

Unsurprisingly, water brings out the child in people. It is a real study to 
watch the expressions of people who come across a raging waterfall, a 
frothy sea or a placid lake. In contra point, let us imagine the expressions 
of people who come across stinky sewage, a polluted sea front or a lake 
killed by human actions. Water exists, seemingly in extremes. As much as 
water sustains life, it can snuff out life too. 

Water can be the healing symbol of peace and harmony, but it can also 
be the cause of acrimony and strife locally, nationally and internationally. 
Like wealth, it is plagued with inequitable distribution. We are on a planet 
where the principal life-giver is water. Yet we demand that water obey us, 
appear where we choose to live and for that we rake up old controversies 
and rivalries, stemming from primitive disagreements of people long 
since gone. 

For me, personally, water is associated with my childhood where a series 
of events around water gave me certain grounding; or a flotation if you 
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will, to enjoying and appreciating water in all its forms. The place I called 
home was full of monsoon driven rivulets, wetness, a shroud-like mist, 
fish, water snakes, frogs and everything else that a lush, soaked monsoon 
jungle could offer. 

The Monsoon – The Cup that Overflows

No wind on earth has been more eulogized in folklore, poetry or myth 
than the Monsoon. And in science—one of the greatest of the world’s 
atmospheric currents and super intense wind, the Indian monsoon is a 
great carrier of energy balancing the pressure differences between land 
and sea. An enormous, reversing sea-breeze, the monsoon is the result of 
the imbalances in the way heat is absorbed land and sea, causing 
changes in atmospheric circulation and thereby precipitation. 

Unlike lesser monsoons, the unique combination here of giant mountains 
and a vast plateau constantly chilled by the icy air currents over Tibet 
creates an enormous mass of cold, dense air. The sweltering summer in 
the great plains of India, surrounded on three sides by cooler oceans, 
leaves a trough of low density, brimming with warm air, into which the 
cold and dry mass discharges in a couple of months. 

The English word, Monsoon, may have had its origins in the Portuguese, 
monção, which may be further traced to the Arabic Mawsim or the Hindi 
Mausam, all of these terms referring to season. There is also an ancient 
Dutch reference to these winds, monsun. 
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The legend of Alexander the Great has it that during his great conquests 
of 3 BCE, he vanquished everything in his path. However, he faced the 
mutiny of his troops in the face of the Indian Monsoon. These seasonal 
winds ended the expansionist spree of Western History’s greatest 
conqueror. The Monsoon has shaped empires and dynasties, and even 
served as trade winds sculpting the course of economic expansion. 

The Indian Monsoon accounts for three quarters of India’s rainfall and is 
the driving force for agriculture which accounts for one-third of the 
country's GDP and employs two-third of the population and can be said 
to be the principal life influencer on the sub-continent. 

The reverse monsoon occurs once the powerful South West monsoon 
has passed its peak. By late September or mid-October, with the sun 
beginning to move into the winter equinox, a cold wind begins to sweep 
down in a direction south of south east towards the Bay of Bengal from 
the Himalayas. This is the time of the North East or retreating monsoon 
that brings rain over parts of Sri Lanka, Tamil Nadu plains and the south 
eastern peninsula. 

At the present population level, India gets almost 5 million liters of rainfall 
per person, but this isn’t as bountiful as it sounds. Rainfall is uneven 
across the country and much of the water is wasted as run-off. To this 
extent, the river interlinking project may provide a few answers but given 
the lack of impact assessment on India’s groundwater hydrology, which is 
much larger, potentially, than the rivers or lakes compounded with the 
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effect of diverting so much energy to managing antagonistic river flows 
over terrains of varying heights from mean sea level – decisions will not 
be easy. 

In summation, water will be India’s biggest problem over the coming 
decades. 

Mathew George is currently working as General Manager (Petrochemicals), at Indian 
Oil Corporation, Mumbai, India. Mathew, a career Oil man of 32 years, is a Mechanical 
Engineer by training with two MBA’s in Finance and Brand Management.

Widely travelled in 49 countries, Mathew is a keen observer of nature who strongly 
believes that mankind is provoking nature to take revenge on them. He is a regular 
speaker at international conferences having spoken at over 50 of them on subjects ranging 
from Petroleum, Geopolitics, Petrochemicals and Information Technology. For the last 
four years he has been a key-note speaker at Microsoft’s prestigious, annual, “Convergence” 
event in USA, speaking on the subject of Customer Relationship Management using IT. 
A keen amateur pianist and private pilot, he is also a skilled debater.
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There’s no place like home. Warm, wet and with an atmosphere that’s just right, Earth is the only place we know of with life – and lots of it. JPL’s Earth science missions 
monitor our home planet and how it’s changing so it can continue to provide a safe haven as we reach deeper into the cosmos.

NASA Jet Propulsion Laboratory 
www.jpl.nasa.gov
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